Chapter Nine
THE FIRST ESCAPE: PANAMA AND MARTINIQUE

Gauguin decided, finally, against going to the little
island of Tobago, In the company of Charles Laval, a young
painter whom he had met at Pont-Aven, and who was more
studious than robust, he sailed for Panama, the ship touching
at Guadeloupe and Martinique, the two islands in the Lesser
Antilles that were colonies of France*
His first act on arriving in Central America was to write
to Mette, to tell her of the voyage. Martinique had especially
impressed him and he regretted having taken a ticket as far
as Panama. He determined to return there as soon as he could
earn enough money for the fare* He found that the value of
land in the territory through which the canal was being con-
structed had risen to a price of 55* a metre and that there
was little chance of settling on it* The only possibility of
earning his fare back to Martinique was to take employment
as a labourer with the Canal Company, He hoped that only
two months of this work, for it was well paid, would enable
him to save one month's wages, 600 francs. He and Charles
Laval were given employment. Their hours of digging were
from 5.30 in the morning until six in the evening in tropical
conditions of sun and rain* At night they were consumed by
the vast quantities of mosquitoes that swarmed in the lakes
and swamps.
But before the two months were finished the Company,
on orders from France, dismissed a number of workmen.
Gauguin and Laval were among them. The Company was in
difficulties and there was no prospect of further immediate
employment for them in Panama*
This misfortune did not prevent Gauguin and Laval from
reaching Martinique, where they hired a small house among
the sugar plantations on the outskirts of St* Pierre, the capital,
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